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ABSTRACT

Playfully Expanding Interpreter Development

By
Keyanda Hall
Master of Arts in Interpreting Studies
Western Oregon University
December 2021

According to research, new experiences that start from creating interactions such
as role playing, stimulus, or group discussions are a result of participant actively learning
(Terehoff, 2002). The focal point of this study is exploring a method of experiential
learning while adults students learn new language. Basic understanding of early language
acquisition and second language acquisition is used to better understand how and why
play can be a much-needed component in the classroom. The experiential method of
learning through play has been used to gain perspective about adult learning preferences
in the interpreting field. The participants were American Sign Language interpreter
volunteers.
Learning through play may present itself or can be used in the forms of therapy,
improvisation, or board games. It creates an environment that allows interpreters to
experience experiential learning and incidental learning. This method of learning allows
students to become comfortable with the use of the language and make new experiences.
vii

Research shows that learning happens when there is an opportunity for previous
experiences to affect the learners’ approach to new experiences (Yardley et al., 2012).
In this study, interpreting participants engaged in learning through play during an
intervention. The volunteers played a game. After the intervention, the results were
determined based upon the volunteers’ feedback about their playful experience with
learning. The participants results were expressed in qualitative surveys to better
understand the participants’ perspectives of learning through play.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Interpreters learning through play can improve how sign language interpreters
receive new information with light-heartedness and ease. Researchers have described
experiential learning as involving the entire person on cognitive, feeling, and perceiving
levels (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). In theory, adult learning is optional; therefore, it should be
fun, challenging, and inviting. Adult learning is the responsibility of the adults involved
and, in some cases, self-directed. Schaefer’s (2003) research provides historical bases for
why play is a reflection of the need to experiment, for both adults and children. The focus
of this study is to present the benefits of experiential learning through play in the hopes of
providing an optimal learning experience. The activities could connect the student’s
previously learned information and allow for engaging reiteration of language features.
This could possibly be done while not activating the student’s sense of anxiety.
The researchers of experiential learning—Piaget, Kolb, and Dewey inadvertently
laid the road map for the biologist Zull (2002) to make the connection between
experiential learning and how the brain naturally interprets information and learns. Based
on Zull’s research, the learning cycle suggests looking at how learners learn new words.
The process of making a connection between words and sign or connecting a word from
one language to the other is complex. The mental connection may need to be a concrete
experience. Zull (2002) uses the “flabmonk” as an example. Actually, seeing and hearing
the word can connect two different sensory events for the brain—both visual and
auditory. This phenomenon works the same for learning new vocabulary in a signed
language. During the concrete learning phase, new concepts are highlighted based on
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one’s experiences. Each part of this learning cycle is a part of experiential learning.
Presenting the new information, reflecting on the experience, applying what is learned,
and testing theories are the basic concepts of the Zull’ s learning cycle and how Kolb and
Kolb (2005) described the learning process. Figure 1 shows Zull’s (2002) description of
the learning cycle and how it is used.
Figure 1
The Learning Cycle

Based on the concept of this study, Zull’s framework and learning cycle connects
experiential learning and the conduction of an experiment that also aligns with Kolb’s
and Dewey’s theories of experiential learning. There are several play theories that
connect to stimulation and experiences through play. As Schaefer (2003) stated, “Play
becomes a natural and gentle environment in which the inner landscape can safely be
explored in any language” (p. 4). This study sought to have six volunteer interpreters
perform a playful activity with classifiers. The data in this study were impacted by
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several factors, based on the student’s reception to the play material given. The game
used in this activity had questions and cards designed specifically for this study. There
was also a questionnaire about the activity itself. The data were collected by surveying
the volunteers. Based on previous studies, reflection can be used as a tool to analyze
previous learning experiences and is a part of experiential learning (Fanning & Gaba,
2007). This will help to determine if adults learning through play can be an addition to
adult learning.
Based on my research, there is not a great deal of evidence and research that
supports successful adults learning through play. This study addresses the gap that adult
learners can use play and playing as a method of formal experiential learning. Although
experiential learning is not a new concept, the purposeful application of play with adult
learning has not been thoroughly explored. As Schaefer (2003) suggested, this is
currently changing in different professional environments: “Business leaders are
discovering the power of play to refresh, mature, and reduce stress” (p. 4). Researchers
Fanning and Gaba (2007) have concluded that adults learn better if they engage in several
steps such as processing the information, participating, playing a role, and using
experiential learning for events in a cognitive way, while understanding events
emotionally.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Background
Historically, American Sign Language interpreting was an occupation acquired
based on performance and the community’s acceptance of an individual’s competence in
sign language. There was a lack of formal sign language interpreting education programs
prior to 1974. Research has shown that the need for college/training programs for sign
language interpreters in 1974 was produced by the National Interpreting Training
Consortium (NITC; Cokely, 2005). Previous interpreters had the opportunity to chat and
be taught by members in the deaf community to learn the language through experiential
learning. Before training programs, interpreters were volunteers such as relatives of a
deaf people, religious teachers, or teachers of the Deaf (Cokely 2005; Wiston & Cokely,
2007). Attending deaf churches provided an environment for upcoming interpreters to
develop their language skills.
After 1974, American sign language interpreters’ education transitioned from
churches and community centers to colleges and universities, Cokely (2005). Research
indicates that after the transition to learning sign language from training and educational
programs, most interpreters in these program graduate having never met a Deaf
individual. This is a disadvantage to upcoming interpreters (Cokely, 2000). In other
studies, there is an awareness that interpreting graduates are lacking interpreting and
language skills to become certified after graduation (Ball, 2013; Hunsaker, 2020). Once
interpreter training shifted from community learning to college training, a work readiness

gap grew that is connected to the multifaceted use of American sign language and
interpreting (Ball, 2013). Learning American Sign Language and producing full concepts
with fluency in the language is no small feat. Since the teaching methods for interpreters
has changed, there has been a work readiness gap present in various ways (Ball, 2013).
Personally, I did not learn sign language from social events, deaf churches, or
attending Deaf events. I learned sign language from two different degree programs.
Based on my inability to apply the knowledge that I acquired, I lacked some linguistic
skills that could have been built using repetitious exercises, different methods of
experiential learning, and learning through play. The interpreter training programs (ITP) I
attended did not provide the opportunity for me to use sign language through a playful
lens. My experience in higher education that allowed me to grasp a new language concept
started with a pencil and paper method that did allow for me to acquire great deal of
vocabulary. I gained word-based knowledge upon graduating, but I realized that actually
being an interpreter required more proficiency in other sign language linguistic features
and cultural appropriateness.
Wolbers (2014) suggested that sign language teachers can use different strategies
to learn using pictures, videos, role playing, and ASL gloss. These strategies are
meaningful. There are some other strategies that can be added to the sign language
learning process. As I further reflect upon my experience, there were a great deal of
nuances, signs, and facial expressions that are not simply translated into English. The
mind and muscle connection between using mouth morphemes and classifiers
appropriately was lost during my ITP.
Hands-on interpreting activities were present; however, the experience of playing
with the language was not. For the purpose of this paper, play can be described as
13

activities such as games, role play, and improvisation that allow adult students to actively
use sign language while creating moments of laughter and humor. Research suggests that
creating a playful environment with laughter allows for languages to be safely explored
(Schaefer, 2003). Research also suggests that humor and play in the classroom setting can
encourage a higher rate of retention that happens as laughter decrease stress levels
(Morrison, 2008). Since play is such a flexible concept, playful learning activities may
allow exploration like story making, interpreting of plays, interpreting simulated doctor’s
appointments, or different professional behaviors. The ability to use sign language in an
experiential situation through play was not present. Learning through play is one of the
fundamental building blocks of early learning, because it allows for a level of harmless
experiential learning. Experiential learning and learning through play work hand in hand.
Experiential learning is a form of learning by experience that can be accomplished by
adding the element of play. Some research suggests that traditional teaching methods
used to teach interpreter’s education have not been successful and the lectured
approaches are not truly effective (Cokely 2005; Shaw et al., 2006).
The purpose is to explore other methods and perspectives for interpreters to gain
sign language fluency through a different teaching method. Research suggests that second
language learners could increase their knowledge from social interactions and situational
role play that take the place of lectures (Dörnyei, 2009). According to research,
experiential learning has been encouraged throughout the years by researchers such as
Jean Piaget, John Dewey, Kurt Lewis, and others who support play and active learning
styles by experience (Zull, 2002). Under the broad umbrella of experiential learning,
adults learning through play and humor is a learning method for multilinear learners that
may allow interpreters to naturally use their second language, because the learning style
14

is connected to how one’s first language is learned. Mather and Schoeke (2011)
suggested that the midbrain and hippocampus (memory section of the brain) activity are
activated when rewards are anticipated. Researchers suggest that the midbrain (dopamine
regions) interact with the hippocampus (memory section) to enhance memories when the
information is perceived to be worthwhile or rewarding (Shohamy & Adcock, 2010).
Dopamine is a chemical produced by the brain that stimulates good feelings. Research
has shown that the human memory system depends on arousal during the learning
process (Mather & Schoeke, 2011). This research suggests that if learners are expecting a
reward, then the anticipation enhances the learner’s memory.
Play is rewarding and provides gratification. Bidarra (2015) used gamification—
adults learning through games—to encourage students’ participation and as a learning
mechanism for Portuguese sign language evaluations because of how sign language uses
three-dimensional space. This may allow newer interpreters to playful and humorous
learn while gaining current experiences in the specific areas that their teacher is teaching.
Statement of the Problem
As a former interpreting student, I experienced interpreting activities in the form
of consecutive stimuli and simultaneous stimuli using applications such as Go-react,
YouTube, and Apple’s Quick player. These experiences did prove useful for the
vocabulary that I learned, but that vocabulary alone was not useful for my ability to
interpret. I graduated from an ITP unable to demonstrate control of the language and use
of comparative signing space. American Sign language combines gestures, attitudes, and
other linguistic features that students simply cannot learn without trying to produce these
concepts. Interpretations seemed to lack affect, prosody, and other features if students do
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not have exposure to some form experiential learning or playful learning. Learning
through playing is not a common teaching practice in interpreting programs.
After graduating from an interpreting program, the bulk of the interpreting
information that I retained was learned through play such as interpreting plays, social
signing, playing pretend, and interpreting Madlib activities. When students engage in
creative stimuli, such as group forums or discussions and role play, they create new
experiences because of their participation in the learning process. These playful activities
incidentally reinforced my interpreting ability. Based on my experience, play can be
incorporated in adult interpreting learning programs to allow students to explore the
language. I playfully applied my knowledge. Upon graduating, I did not fully understand
how to navigate through the language; however, I voluntarily experienced playful
learning methods that allowed me to enjoy the experience.
Schaefer (2003) suggested that play theory is an underdeveloped field due to the
cultural taboo that play is childish or frivolous and not important to adult productivity.
According to Schaefer, “This taboo may exist because we labor under the misconception
that adult play is essentially similar to child's play” (p. 301). Based on my own
experience with learning a new language, this cultural standard may need to be
reexamined. I decided to play with the signs and use the language in play such as
storytelling and improvisation activities. This led to the question: Can adult interpreting
students truly learn through play? Learning through play has been a proven method for
children to originally acquire language. Can it be used in formal higher educational
setting now?
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Purpose of the Study
This study explored learning through play and whether it could become a learning
method. This study was formed to determine the significance of adults learning through
play and if play applies to interpreting education, as well as how students are affected by
learning through play. Research has shown that children learn from trial and error as they
engage in play (Mooney, 2000). If children can learn using the method of play, then can
adults? Can adults learn a second language through play and apply it to their interpreting
work?
The method of learning through play can potentially increase interpreters’
knowledge as well as their ability to use their second language. Prensky (2001) suggested
that play being beneficial to learning and training processes is not a revelation. The best
teachers and trainers try to make learning playful (Prensky, 2001). Adults often forget
how they learned their first language. Previous research suggests that children explore
language through playful babbling as they explore how to pronounce words with social
feedback (Goldstein & Schade, 2009). Their language abilities were developed through
babbling, mimicking, and playing with the language. As an adult learner, I learned sign
language through an interpreting educational program (ITP). The programs allowed me to
build a strong vocabulary foundation.
Whether interpreting students can use improvisation, handshape stories, and
games that are designed for language-specific features can be explored through playing,
and this may increase their practical use of the language. Play and humor fosters an
environment that may allow its participants to relieve or reduce their anxiety. Research
shows that when humor and play are implemented in the classroom, this encourages
students release their stress as they laugh and ingest the information (Morrison, 2008).
17

There are games such as reenactments and taboo that allow language users to have fun
with learning the language and demonstrating word knowledge. An example of students
learning through play is a child learning and interacting with the television show called
Sesame Street. Research indicates that during a child’s pre-school period a child learns
their first language voluntarily and develop language skills as they play and learn to walk
(Al Ghazali, 2006).
Another factor for learning sign language is understanding that it is a physical and
three-dimensional language. This requires anyone who uses the language to move their
hands, face, and body. In order to use it, a student must be able to demonstrate the
physical aspects and linguistic traits. Newer signers may record themselves in order to
become comfortable with new signs and concepts. Having a playful approach to activities
lessens anticipation and changes the adult language learner’s perspective about situations
that could be perceived as difficult while giving the adult room to grow because the
concept of making a mistake is voided (Guitard et al., 2005); play becomes another way
that would allow newer signers to become comfortable with physically using this
language. Play can be beneficial to adults to decrease boredom, reduce anxiety, and
potentially improve adult work performance (Guitard et al., 2005).
Reading a book and learning vocabulary is only one aspect of using a language.
Prensky (2001) suggested that people who indulge in playful activities enjoy the
activities. Adding learning through play to the list of learning strategies may allow
students to enjoy the activities and possibly the language. Previous research supports that
the use of learning strategies makes learning more enjoyable, easier to transfer to new
settings, and more effective (Al Ghazali, 2006).
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This research hypothesizes that learning through play may help interpreters with
language anxiety and help them use sign language in a native nature. Interpreters may
become anxious during an interpretation, and language anxiety halts second language
performance (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014). Through the use of play, adults may be able
to build their communications skills and ability to interpret in any setting. Playful
experiential learning will allow interpreters who are anxious to grasp a new skill in their
target language. The research indicates that the learner’s attention will focus on specific
language feature through interaction in the target language (Doughty & Long, 2008).
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Early Language Acquisition
Language acquisition can start during infancy. The form the language that this
acquisition takes is often times unintelligible; however, the cadence may be recognizable.
Hollich (2000) provided an explanation of early language acquisition that focuses on
three points: social process, perception, and cognition. Some infants start to coo or make
noises. The sounds known as cooing can be seen as the steppingstones of expressive
word development. These sounds are a form of babbling. The babbling produced by
infants can share phonological form, yet it does not have the phonetic content of their
mother (Goldstein & Schwade, 2008). The ongoing mutters and coos that babies produce
is a part of early language. Previous research explains how language can be explored by
children by the connection between social feedback and babbling that encourages
learning and learning how to pronounce words (Goldstein et al., 2009; Goldstein &
Schwade, 2008).
Goldstein and Schwade (2010) found that “nine-month-old infants learned to
produce specific phonological patterns based on the statistical regularities in caregivers’
speech that was uttered within 2 seconds of their babbling” (p. 6). Milestones for both

deaf children and hearing children can be seen in the same facet. In Petitto’s (2000)
study, deaf children who are exposed to language babble in the 7-month and 12month range, and their first signs stage is around 11 to 14 months.
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These are two explanations of the earliest steps of language acquisition. Children
play with language before learning grammar. Children babble and play with rhythms. The
child listens or watches and then repeats the adult’s actions. They learn to navigate
through a language. They play with it. They babble repeatedly then forms words. Cook
(2000) suggested that children use linguistic and semantic play to amuse themselves or
others by using rhymes, patterns, and sounds.
As young children grow, they develop and improve their language skills.
Mielonen and Paterson (2009) further explained that young children build language
competence based on their communication with others, and it assists in their ongoing
communicative abilities. In other words, children learn through interactions. These
interactions allow children to test their knowledge. The testing of their knowledge is a
form of experiential learning. A form of that knowledge becomes linguistic competence
that allows for a child’s knowledge and understanding to grow. Studies have shown that
when toddlers wake up (or before going to sleep), they talk to themselves humorously
and repetitiously, which can be defined as phonological language play (Smith &
Pellegrini, 2008). This can be interpreted as a form of play.
This is a natural reaction and milestone for toddlers. This part of the process may
make the toddler giggle or smile. This is one milestone that allows children to explore
language and how to use it. A school-age example is a child going to school and learning
about owls. The child may come home from school imitating the sound of an owl and
flapping their arms. As the child continues to linguistically grow, they may talk to
themselves such as: “I’m a whale. This is my tail.” “I’m a flamingo. Look at my wingo”
(Smith & Pellegrini, 2008). This is one demonstration of how children naturally play and
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use language skills. This particular example shows that the child can use rhyming words
and has made body part connections with each animal.
Mielonen and Paterson’s (2009) research has shown that the key to student
success in school happens when children learn how language works while connecting the
meanings of spoken word to written words. “Learning through play” has become a
common phrase for preschool and school-age learners. As education policy puts a
tremendous effort into raising awareness of children’s play, it is imperative to think about
the ways play pedagogy supports young children’s sense of playfulness in the classroom
(Howard & Mclnnes, 2010). Learning through play encourages children to use previously
learned information and create new meanings every time they play (Tsao, 2008).
Children enjoy play, and play helps support so many factors of human development.
Teachers incorporate sight words in playful ways in order to reinforce them. Tsao
(2008) suggested that as a child plays “make believe” or has social interactions with
language, they engage in skills that develop their reading and writing abilities. This
encourages children to construct their literacy knowledge. A form of children learning
and understanding what they have learned is being able to recall the events in order. Most
often children demonstrate this with playing and using their memory. Roskos and
Christie (2004) identified a pattern with making new contextual meanings and child
literacy that is developed while the child plays and uses their memory. Based on Smith
and Pellegini’s (2008) research, pretend play can be defined as giving an object a new
identity or acting as something else. Allowing preschool children to mimic learned
behaviors in classroom kitchens and pretend to be doctors are all forms of play that are
used.
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Furthermore, Piaget theorized that children learn through trial and error while
engaging in play (Mooney, 2000, p. 63). The opportunities provided to engage in trialand-error help in child development. As children explore in school and/or with family
members, they learn how to interact in a social environment. Patton and Mercer (1996)
suggested that when schools use learning centers this motivates students to participate in
learning through play in a hands-on learning experience. Another example is when
teachers assign group work, which allow students to be involved with one another.
Learning centers in the classroom encourage students to support their understanding of
their known information.
These interactions also help build social skills. Social skills as well as problem
solving skills are developed and improve during these interactions. Meacham et al.
(2014) described this practice as sociodramatic play. Peer interactions have a variety of
educational purposes including participating with others, problem solving, sharing, roleplay, assigning or taking on roles, and sharing play ideas with peers (Meacham et al.,
2014). Social development occurs socially. Being able to build social skills and learn how
to communicate with peers is important. Communicating with peers allows students to
become team players and learn new problem-solving strategies with others. Theobald et
al. (2015) recognized the benefits that play has on social skills, cognition, and
interpersonal development in the educational setting.
Second Language Acquisition
Adult students learning a second language academically can appear in different
forms. Research suggests that sign language fluency for adult L2 learners depends on
exposure, use of the language, and co-speech gestures (Weisberg et al., 2020). L2 sign
language students may have co-speech or language patterns from their first language
23

influencing the fluency of sign language based on their amount of exposure to the
language and the age of students learning the language (Weisberg et al., 2020).
The process of second language acquisition may appear to follow a different method than
when a student learned their first language. Gömleksiz (2001) indicated that “second
language acquisition is concerned with the study of the way in which an individual
becomes able to use one or more languages different from his first language” (p. 218).
The process of learning a new language requires motivation, determination, and
interactions to demonstrate language abilities and proficiency. Student motivation may be
determined by the teacher and student relationship because the teacher can create a highly
stimulating environment (Gömleksiz, 2001). According to Kiraly (2014), in order to build
language skills an individual must communicate and converse with peers as well as
individuals who are more experienced because this environment promotes a social
experience that builds language appropriateness and accuracy.
If students were in an environment that allowed them to use their second language
with peers, then students may be able to build proficiency (Kiraly, 2014). For example,
children acquire language and make sense of the world around them using a sociological
perspective of the communities around them (Kiraly, 2014). Subsequently, second
language learners have to go through cultural adjustments, becoming semantically
proficient, as well as being able to communicate effectively. Kiraly’s (2014) research and
philosophy indicated that to be proficient in the second language, the participant/student
must be able to think, act, and communicate in the language and cultural normality’s as if
they were becoming a member of that community. This particular perspective is a social
constructivist perspective that allows for students to explore the language based on
participation in interactions while learning as well as understanding the culture of the
24

language. This includes both cognitive applications and social participation in order to
fully develop and become competent in a language. Juodaitytė and Kvedaraitė (2010)
suggest that the social constructivist theory focuses on the importance of early experience
and building an individual’s knowledge as well as applying it to new situations. Using
this approach, as well as learning through experience, allows for students’ language and
expressiveness of the language to grow.
Researchers suggest that language cannot build or grow while in isolation simply
because it is a form of social interaction and expression. Language is a tool that is used
through exploration and occurs in a situation, void of isolation (Liu, 2010). Language
building is a form of social context that helps the participants express what they mean.
Liu (2010) argued that for functioning communication to work in any setting, the
language user must apply both communicative and linguistic competence in order to
coherently speak the language. Communication skills are built through real experiences
and conversational skills. The speaker of a language is expected to express themselves
emotionally and socially. Communicative activities are important components of learning
a new language.
Liu (2010) indicated that the communicative approach helps students in “real”
scenes acquire and use a new language practically. This application is through
experiential learning that requires role play. Role playing allows the students to imagine
they are someone else and openly portray the actions of that character (Zheng, 2006, as
cited in Lui, 2010). Yuego (1998, as cited in Liu, 2010) argued, “Also role-plays will be
the most commonly used method to ensure that the students can use effectively what they
have learned in real communication” (p. 239). This is one form of experiential learning
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and play. The activities allow students to use their functioning language skills to build a
character.
As they build the character and demonstrate the character’s personality traits, they
knowingly choose the words needed that are the equivalent to the character’s behavior.
This process is a form of play that allows language learners to achieve the purpose of
understanding a language. During this particular study, the participants were separated
into two groups. In the target group were the students who used the communicative
approach learning style. The control group consisted of students learning English in the
traditional way. The study found that students’ motivation was aroused while learning
English using the communicative approach during the four-week period.
Exploring second language acquisition through the communicative language
teaching method allows students to participate in creative language activities that are less
traditionally structured. The communicative language teaching method is also known as
CLT and is used with second language (L2) learners. The L2 learners experience
meaningful interaction in communicative situations that replace scripted or lectured
learning experiences with problem-solving tasks or unscripted situational role play
(Dörnyei, 2009). These activities are nontraditional because of the interactive nature of
the learning process.
The lectured activities are replaced with games or communicative activities that
allow students to have a bit of creative freedom. The traditional approach to education
tends to be a professor leading book-related activities in order to build a connection
between the written text and linguistic ideas. This requires teachers to encourage
motivation. Adult learners have to be motivated in order to learn a second language. The
issue is using strategies that will affect the students’ motivation.
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Communicative language teaching developers use the general phrase “learning
through doing” alongside developing learners’ communicative competence in situations
where the learner gains situational meaning (Dörnyei, 2009). This allows the learners to
actively participate in conversational tasks and to practice having natural conversations in
their L2 or target language. The learner also has the opportunity to use new linguistic
features and test semantic understanding during the CLT experience. Dörnyei’s (2009)
research indicated that implicit learning happens automatically in a natural environment
for acquiring language skills. The implicit learning used is suggested to be closer to
learning language as a child would, due to the lack of formal or conscious attempts to
learn. Language acquisition most often happens naturally during infancy and early
adolescents with a child’s first language. This process does not hold any of the
formalities of explicit learning. Dörnyei (2009) suggested that children naturally learn
their first language through communicating with caregivers and parents. This can be
considered a form of incidental learning. Children saying words repeatedly reinforces and
supports the child’s use of language. This stimulation encourages children to use this
communication method while expressing themselves and playing.
Based on how children learn their first language, there is a segment in the learning
process that allows play and repetition to be incorporated in higher education language
programs. Adult learners of a second language can explore options that allow them to use
and learn sign language as they learned their first language. Learning through play is a
natural method. Gass (2009) suggested that humans have access to language by learning
it naturally during their first few years of life based on exposure; however, with second
language acquisition, there needs to be natural exposure as well as classroom exposure.
Learning naturally may require a person to explore their environment in that language, do
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the same exercise several times, or spell the same word, then demonstrate those findings.
Studies have suggested that children use repetition to play with sounds (Smith &
Pellegrini, 2008). The concept of repetition can be used adjacent with play. Chaffin and
Harlow (2005) explained that repetition is a key factor that all age groups normally used
for learning, especially older adults (p. 301).
Second language learners may experience language anxiety. Al Ghazali (2006)
defined language anxiety as the fear or uneasiness of using a new language. This element
is one of the most influential factors of second language learning. Sign language
interpreting students may experience this quite a bit due to being a visually expressive
language. Sign language requires the user to physically show the words of concepts with
their hands, facial expressions, and gestures. Learning a new language academically puts
students in the position of being quizzed or tested based on their knowledge. The tests are
not limited to written evaluations; some of these evaluations may be verbal or visual.
Based on Al Ghazali’s (2006) research, language anxiety is a component that discourages
students from actively participating in demonstrating L2 knowledge because their use of
language can be heard, criticized by peers, and evaluated. This, coupled with language
ego, can be detrimental to the learning process. Language ego can be simplified as the
fear of making mistakes (Al Ghazali, 2006). Second-language learners experience
anxiety, and it is the most commonly studied element for learners (Dewaele & MacIntyre,
2014). The overwhelming feeling of nervousness to produce the language and appropriate
ideas may negatively contribute to the learner’s linguistic production.
Overcoming this natural emotion can be an interesting feat. Anxiety can show its
signs by some physical reactions. Based on this definition, anxiety is produced in
response to negative ideas towards producing a second language. This occurrence has
28

been an area where teachers have tried to implement different techniques to reduce
anxiety. Young (1991) recognized that L2 students should be in an environment that
provides low anxiety to learn. This environment can be cultivated by teachers. Castañeda
(2017) suggested that teachers are always looking for ways to motivate students in their
interest for learning a foreign language, and they recognize this to be the key to linguistic
success. Teachers can use strategies that can work for early adult learners as well as adult
learners to help reduce language anxiety and motivate their students with new insight
(Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014).
Experiential Learning
Experiential learning is one term in a broader umbrella of self-directed learning
that allows students to have educational experiences that permit creativity, freedom, and
subject focused experiences. Miettinen (2000) stated that experiential learning is an
important learning approach for adults that is needed to handle how diverse adult
education is. Kolb and Kolb (2005) theorized that experiential learning includes all
matters of experience and that learning is responsive to the information being presented.
Adult learning experiences happen based on the individual’s learning needs, their own
experiences, and acting on the learned knowledge.
Learning by experience or learning by doing are phrases used for this experiential
learning. Reese (2011) defined learning by doing as “learning from experience resulting
directly from one’s own actions, as contrasted with learning from watching others
perform, reading others’ instructions or descriptions, or listening to others’ instructions or
lectures” (p. 1). Another phrase used for this concept can even be “on the job
experience.” Kolb and Kolb (2010) proclaimed that using play while learning supports
students’ ability to zone in and express themselves freely which allows the student–
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teacher relationships to form in creative ways. Research also suggests the concept of
learning by doing has been advocated as trial-and-error learning, practical experience
versus book learning, and proof upon practice (Reese, 2011). Experiential learning is a
learning style that allows participants to actively learn as they go. This type of learning
offers opportunity for mishaps and for terminology corrections. This kind of learning can
benefit second language learners based on the feedback given as they learn.
Marsh and Lange (2000) suggested that language learning success is attainable
when students can receive instruction, and at the same time, it can be a real-life
situational experience where they can build and acquire the language. As previously
stated, research supports that second language learners are able to assimilate the cultural,
semantic, and linguistic properties as if they were a native user of that language. Terehoff
(2002) indicated that the adult learning process includes their experiences, active
participation, and a readiness to experience learning through stimuli. The concept of
experiential learning emphasizes the active process of forming knowledge and
understanding the meaning by use.
For second language learners, it is important to acknowledge the importance of
motivation and self-directed learning. Simply because communication takes place
everywhere, second language learners should be given the opportunity to actively engage
in practicing to be an interpreter everywhere. Based on Kiraly’s (2014) social
constructivist learning ideology, creating and constructing knowledge and meanings
happens when a person has no choice but to participate in both interpersonal and
intersubjective interaction. Research also shows that experiential learning theory is “the
process whereby knowledge is created through transformation of experience knowledge
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results from the combination of grasping and transforming experience” (Kolb 1984;
2005).
Tanis (2012) suggested that experiential learning is one factor that plays a
fundamental role in higher or adult education. Or, as Yardley (2012) said, “In its most
simple form, experiential learning is constructing knowledge and meaning from real-life
experience” (p. 161). Interpreting students are learners who are both self-directed and
experiential learners due to the nature of the profession and online program that provide
interpreters with education.
Experiential learning is a process that may help many interpreters prior to their
experience in the field. Interpreters are not only allowed to experience situations or
events. The interpreting students are allowed to experience their interpretation of both
languages. The interpreter has the opportunity to explore their word choices
simultaneously, which may allow for better processing time. Experiential learning allows
students to explore the infinite possibilities of words and signs, whether in playful
scenarios or in simulated instances.
This process can happen in the classroom with simulated activities. Interpreting
students can benefit from learning with simulated scenarios. Some findings from the
exploration of second language acquisition have found that during simulated games,
learners are experiencing unpredictable and changing communication dynamics (Gregg,
2003). Gregg stated that “second language communication requires one to draw on
linguistic knowledge and various cognitive strategies in order to meet immediate
communicative needs, just as in the case of complex simulation games” (p. 396).
Experiential learning through play is organized creativity that can still be practical and
monitored. In other words, Caillois (2001) theorized that the formal traits of play can be
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outlined as free activity that are deliberately situations, “not serious” (p. 4), and
simultaneously capturing the players attention and intensity.
This allows the interpreter to gain insight before field experience. Buisson (2007)
suggested that
when students are learning their target language, it is assumed that they will build
a working knowledge of the syntactic elements of the L2. Then, as their
familiarity with the target language grows, they will be able to focus on other
linguistic features. (p. 332)
This allows the interpreter to learn how to natively and instinctively use their learned
language. Liddel (2003) mentioned that “Signs—the words of a sign language—are
produced by actions of the hands, arms, torso, face, and head that produce signals
perceived visually” (p. 1).
The interpreters have the opportunity to use the language semantics as well as
other linguistic factors, which may increase their understanding of the language and
interpreting situations. Yardley (2012) expressed that “learning not only changes with
increasing experience, but previous experience affects how learners’ approach new
experiences, ultimately affecting their ability to learn (quantitatively and qualitatively)
different things” (p. 162). An active method of learning American Sign Language can
allow interpreters the practice needed to eliminate future miscues in real-life experiences.
Experiential learning encompasses several different application processes. In this study, I
will be focusing on the use of play as the experiential learning tactic.
The experiential learning theory is defined as “the process whereby knowledge is
created through transformation of experience” (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 194). Learning is a
process. Second language learners are in a position where feedback and practice are
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critical and improve one performance. Research indicates that the primary focus of higher
education is to engage students in a process that increases their learning experience with
feedback on the success of grasped knowledge (Kolb, 2005). Adult L2 learners are
relearning concepts and vocabulary. For example, the word “apple” in English is the
word “manzana” in Spanish. L2 learners grasp the concept and move on to build coherent
sentences in the target language.
This process requires students to relearn more concepts to later be tested on.
Researchers address this portion of the process as relearning. As the learning process
continues, it involves acknowledgement of the entire person starting with cognition,
thinking, feeling, and lastly, perceiving the information (Kolb, 2005). L2 learners are
using more than their cognition to interpret or translate information. The process of
interpreting requires students to acknowledge the learning process in order to understand
the target language and understand the culture of the native target language users.
For the purposes of this research, Kolb and Kolb’s (2005) research model for
experiential learning is the most relevant, due to it including positive emotions and how
they attribute to forming knowledge. Kolb and Kolb’s experiential learning theory
describes a learning process that has four learning modes to respond to educational
demands that are in the form of a circle. The four portions act as response to the
information is being learned. Experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting are the four
qualities used for this framework. Including all of these qualities provides learners with
the full learning experience as their knowledge in that subject grows (Kolb & Kolb,
2005). These four qualities describe one form of the learning process that is relevant as it
relates to learning through play. These four elements of learning can be enhanced by
adding play. The first learning strategy is concrete experience that allows for individuals
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to have new experiences that give them the opportunity to learn (Kolb & Kolb, 2005).
During this step, participants are actively learning in the experience.
The following steps—reflective observation and abstract conceptualization—
work hand in hand to help the student analyze their experience as well as encourage
students to develop their own ideas about what they have learned to apply it in the future
(Kolb & Kolb, 2005). The final step, active experimentation, offers an opportunity for
students to apply the newly gained knowledge (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). All four steps
encourage the learning process and allow the student to approach learning in a selfdirected manner. This theory allows students to acknowledge their experiences in the
learning environment. This framework, as well as Zull’s (2002) brain function theory,
allows for lessons to be tailored to how the brain works (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Learning
based on comprehension, a sequence of experiences, reflection, and active testing can be
tested based on how the brain is made.
The goal for combining this framework with play is to allow for the positive
emotions that play induces to support the higher dopamine levels as students enjoy the
learning process. Kolb and Kolb (2005) suggested that positive feeling toward the
learning material may be essential for the learning process. Zull (2002) suggested that the
four learning modes are important because they connect previous experiences to present
experiences that were created by action. Zull’s (2002) brain function theory suggests that
there is a connection between the experiential learning theory and how the brain
functions.
Benefits of Learning through Play
Play is a valuable instrument for teachers to use because it affords adults the
opportunity to engage in play and potentially enhance relationships (Diaz-Varela &
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Wright, 2019). Research indicates that play is one of the prominent forms of experiential
learning (Kolb & Kolb, 2010). Since playing and playfulness have been used as a tool for
child learning, it could be used as a tool for adult learning. Singer et al. (2006) insisted
that play can equal learning. Playing allows for exploration. Even though the research for
adults learning through play is limited, there has been growing interest in the topic
(Dobson & McKendrick, 2018). As Van Leeuwen and Westwood (2008) suggested,
“Children and adults play because it is enjoyable” (p. 3). Based on how adults play, play
can include one’s hobbies, activities people do for enjoyment, personal interest, and
activities for entertainment (Davis et al., 2010). Theobald et al. (2015) suggested that
play is a fundamental condition for children and a well-known concept that is difficult to
define that also applies extends through adulthood.
The focus of this study is to explore the impact that learning through play can
have on L2 learners. Research notes that increasing the amount of humor and play in the
classroom setting encourages retention, while the laughter relieves stress that happens
during the cognitive process (Morrision, 2008). Play can be various things for adults.
Play allows individuals to learn things about themselves, their emotions, what they want
to do, and how they behave under stressful times. Play has its own rules, etiquette,
ceremonies, and series of events that defined its order and how it is applied (Ackerman,
2011). Play also teaches people to share. Schaefer (2003) concluded that the process of
play can increase one’s self-esteem while inviting a state of calmness and well-being as
well as silliness and joy. This process may be beneficial to provide a safe learning
environment. This may also be beneficial for interpreters to incorporate into the learning
process because the physically active nature of sign language that requires interpreters to
be “on the spot.” Play encourages a safe environment that welcomes practice and is
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essential to the human learning experience (Nørgård, 2017). Other researchers
hypothesize that playful approaches and play, itself, used in adult pedagogy may promote
creative teaching methods that support learning (Blom & D’Amico, 2020). Increasing an
interpreter’s confidence is one way to improve their signing as well as their ability to
freely understand the language. If student interpreters were afforded the opportunity to
use an experiential learning style, then they may recall information better.
Wolbers (2014) suggested that teachers use different teaching strategies (e.g.,
ASL gloss, pictures, role playing, ASL expression) to help students use their potential to
guide them through transitioning ideas from ASL to English or English to ASL. Learning
methods and strategies may tempt students with rewards or some form of gratification.
Shohamy and Adcock (2010) indicated that there is growing evidence that the dopamine
region of the brain responds to motivationally connected information. In other words,
during the learning process, if play is used, there is an instant reward for the adult, and
this will allow the learners to remember the experience.
Schaefer (2003) suggested that the environment that play provides is an inner
landscape that can be safely explored in any language. Since play is such a flexible
concept, playful learning activities may allow exploration of functional vocabulary. As
suggested by Leeuwen and Westwood (2008), play can adapt to new demands and create
chance or affordance because play will change as a result of the demands. The flexibility
of play can be used included in classroom activities. The addition of play allows for the
learning to feel natural. The picture of play in a foreign language classroom can be
described as a teacher allowing the class to participate in charades. This allows the
students to describe what they see and test their knowledge. Other ways could be
introducing games that induce humor based on changing specific grammatical features
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such as Madlibs. The new language skills and the vocabulary can be observed,
introduced, and copied in order to help the students fully understand the language.
Utilizing this form of experiential learning can help higher education learners due
to the self-directed nature of college education. Merriam et al. (2007) theorized that
playing is older than human society and animals did not need man to teach them how to
play. This theory allows people to understand that play occurs naturally. This occurrence
may be used as a motivational tool. Based on the research of Gömleksiz (2001), it is the
teacher’s duty to enhance student motivation this may be accomplished by the teacher
creating a positive learning environment.
Based on this research, playing, in general, can reduce anxiety. In conjunction
with this concept, Guitard et al. (2005) urged that play or playfulness has been beneficial
for adults in their working environment as it reduces boredom, increases teamwork,
lessens anxiety, releases tension, and may overall improve the quality of work and
workers’ performance. If interpreters are encouraged to play, then they may have
experiential and incidental learning outcomes. Interpreters will be able to use their
current knowledge and apply it with an activity that creates a new experience using the
skill. According to Terehoff (2002), “New experiences become more meaningful when
they are intertwined and linked with past and current experiences” (p. 6).
This study is intended to help interpreters to bridge the gap between the
previously read information and build their application of that concept. A complete
understanding of a new concept is challenging. McKeey’s (1992) research supports
students becoming comfortable using their hands, face, arms, and shoulders to adapt to
using a highly expressive visual language. This is an important step in being able to learn
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and use such a visual and gestural language. Allowing interpreters to physically reinforce
spatial concepts could potentially lead to interpreters successfully using spatial grammar.
Tanis’s (2012) research explores the concept that inventing a ripe space for
learning can support play in the classroom to create an environment filled with energy.
Marsick and Watkins (2001) proposed that “when incidental learning occurs, the
participant can learn unconsciously and gain tacit knowledge that can later be explored
explicitly.” This could be found in “the hidden agenda of an organization’s culture or a
teacher’s class, learning from mistakes, or the unsystematic process of trial and error” (p.
26). If adults could observe and interact with learning activities with such excitement,
this could potentially enhance the learning experience. Students may be able to approach
formal education with self-directed learning skills to guide their own learning process
through practicing doing so (Merriam et al., 2007).
Hoover et al. (2012) acknowledged that learning a language or surgical skills
requires a period of observation that allows for the students or observers to avoid
mistakes. This is part of the learning process that does not negate experiential learning
but enhances it. L2 learners need the opportunity to observe cases and behavior patterns
of interpreters in order to have a clearer understanding of cultural and linguistic patterns.
Once observation has occurred, students may allow direct experience to increase their
learning and performance. The direct educational experience is practice for professional
application. This practice can be in the form of play to enhance the overall learning
experience.
Humor
Schaefer’s (2003) research indicates that humor may be used as a means to start
or ease into communication. Humor may be used to break the ice and start new
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conversation. Humor may lighten the mood and lead to laughter. Ogurlu (2015) defined
humor as anything people say or do that is viewed funny and leads others to laugh.
Humor can benefit learners by stimulating their endorphins. And yet, research shows that
endorphin modulate emotions. These endorphins help people feel good. This same
research indicates that people remember the lessons they have learned in environments
that are welcoming, nurturing, and pleasant (Baumgartner & Johnson-Bailey, 2008).
Endorphins are chemicals that the human body naturally produces that help people feel
happier. Baumgartner and Johnson-Bailey suggested that adult learners may be
apprehensive to learn when they are uncomfortable or feel unsafe. Based on my own
experience as an adult learner, humor or comic relief was welcomed during lessons.
For the purposes of this thesis, humor is also referred to as a play enhancer.
Humor is enjoyable in various activities. Humor is an additive to most environments.
Humor is a strategy that adds to playfulness. The tactics of using humor, surprise, and
even storytelling are helpful additions that conceptualize the relationship between
pedagogy and play for adult education (Blom & D’Amico, 2020).
During lectures and in classrooms settings, humor could give learners the
opportunity to feel more at ease with the new information that they are presented with.
Based on Fitzpatrick (2011), relief theory suggests that humor is a way to release or
reduction of anxiety. Humor and play often work hand in hand. Lucardie (2014) stated,
“Humor and fun are linked with laughter and play and do affect us as human beings” (p.
440). Humor not only makes a person laugh, but it also allows a person to use their
problem-solving skills. Humor also stimulates the mind and allows a person to mentally
create a resolution. White (2001) described humor as a three-step procedure: cognitive
arousal, problem solving, and resolution. Humor can be a healthy component to learning
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simply due to how it arouses a person’s mind. Our brains cannot learn new information if
the brain is not presently alert. The humor alertness can grasp the learner’s attention and
can increase likelihood for the information to be stored (Morrison, 2010). This is a huge
benefit to be able to redirect students’ attention during a lesson.
Subsequently, humor can keep a student from becoming frustrated or bored with
the new information as they learn a new language. Learning a new language can be a bit
of a mental tug of war that may need an entertaining hook. Humor can be the additive
that allows students to tune into the lesson. Humor can also help with learners’ stress and
frustration. It “elevates mood and has been known to be a deterrent to depression. Stress
reduction is considered one of the most important benefits of humor” (Morrison, 2010, p.
8). In my experience, it creates a feeling of optimism. The current information or
challenge does not seem as if it is a mountain. It changes into an ant pile based on the
release that is felt when using humor. Most often humor is experienced through play.
This is simply because of the creative nature of play as well as humor. In order to
experience some humor events such as puns, word play, jokes, or even movie references,
the brain is problem solving to produce the right words for the proper delivery. If the
delivery is right, then everyone enjoys someone’s sense of humor.
Morrison (2010) advised that students could create a writing corner for a company
such as TV One or Comedy Central. This would allow students to play with skits, words,
and poetry in a humorous way. This suggestion allows adult students some fun input in
the lessons and learning process that encourages their creativity and ideas. This is one of
many ways to incorporate humor for adult students that is fun and interesting. Humor can
be found in movies, commercials, memes, books, and many other kinds of media. For
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students, humor can be used to grab the student’s attention, alert the students, and assist
in the retention process.
Likewise, sign language interpreters find creative ways to interpret the original
idea with the most accurate emotions, ideas, and cultural appropriate factors. No two
interpretations are the same. Likewise, everyone’s vocabulary is not the same. To further
this observation, sign language interpreters reach inside of their interpreting vocabulary
bank and produce the speaker’s affect and prosody. The interpreter has to use their own
creativity to convey the message. Humor and play allow novice interpreters to interpret
and to have the room to learn how to convey any message based on their prior experience
in a classroom setting. Practicing and learning in an environment that allows for problem
solving and connecting diverse ideas allows students convey one message.
This environment can promote students’ understanding of a variety of emotions
and give them the opportunity to convey them. The humor is intended to arouse students
and encourage amusement. Fitzpatrick (2010) suggested that humor allows students to
have a cognitive response that is generated by humor. Assuming that individuals engage
in humor and play, Cook (2000) suggested that this includes language features such as
linguistics (play with repetition, sounds and/or grammatical styles), semantics (abstractly
and creatively), and pragmatics (play the focus on the results that can be done for
enjoyment and/or achieving a goal). In addition to the cognitive benefits, humor can
relieve tension. For examples in serious lectures, humorous comments can be used as
attention grabbers or to prompt listeners to relieve emotions. Fitzpatrick (2010)
emphasized that humor is a stress relief. Researchers suggest that humor can have
multiple benefits. The benefits of humor connect to positive interactions in the

41

educational setting. White (2001) suggested that humor relieves tension and increases
focus, as well as allows its participants to build positive educational scenarios.
Fitzpatrick (2010) suggested that researchers such as Cousins, Rhem, and Granick
view humor as a stress reducer that decreases anxiety and depression as it increases selfesteem. This benefit may assist in creating a positive environment. Another benefit of
humor is laughter. Laughter can improve both mental and physical health (Douglas,
1996; Fitzpatrick, 2010). According to research, laughter can lessen pain and could be a
self-prescribed cure (Ayan, 2009). Laughter can be enjoyable and may come from
humorous events. Cousins (1979) suggested that laughter can message the heart, act as a
natural pain killer by sending endorphins into the blood stream. This factor is interesting.
This suggestion may encourage teachers to create an environment that scientifically
allows learners to feel good. Ayan (2009) supported the concept of laughter increasing
one’s heart rate, creates a better mood, and naturally reduces pain. This can lead to an
instructor having lectures and activities that have a more meaningful impact on listeners.
The students may even become more aware of their anxiety or find their fear
lessen, based on their perception of their emotional intelligence. Martin and Ford (2018)
supported humor involving affective processing as well as cognitive processing.
Cognitive processes were defined as creating and recognizing amusing stimuli. Based on
Martin and Ford’s definition, affective processes were defined as being able to enjoy the
stimuli as well. Humor can be an additive in the classroom that could entertain as well as
enforce the learning materials. Adult language learners may improve their
communication skills and optimize their learning experiences. Morrison (2010) suggested
that the stress relief provided by humor is only one factor; humor can also maximize the
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brain’s capacity for learning as well as improve communication skills while cultivating
an environment of trust.
Examples of Play
Merriam et al. (2007) advocated that “play is in the very nature of human beings.
All play means something” (p. 2). A form of adult play can be improvisation. Madson
(2010) pointed out that improvisation is normally used for comedy; however, that is a
common misunderstanding. Adults have learned through improvisation for acting to set
their stage. Research indicates that improvisations can be used as an anchor to explore
dramatic situation, music, dance, as well as the intent or emotion of a character in the
theater setting (Madson, 2010). Improv activities have also been used in a considerable
amount of research about adults learning through play. In these activities, adults work
together to build a coherent production on the spot. These activities allow the adults to
think creatively and use what they know about a subject to build on the new subject. This
reinforces their learning as well as allows the participants to have fun and play.
Sawyer (2011) concluded that improvisation activities created a supported
learning environment that all of the participants could enjoy while learning together and
building their confidence. Adults have used this form of playing for therapy as well as in
the arts. Other forms of play for adults can be found in everyday situations. Tanis (2012)
suggested that “most of [the] money for play is spent on the most popular form of adult
play: gambling” (p. 5). Although this form of play is commonly known for its negative
impact, the participants learn to pay attention and fully focus on the game they are
playing. There are other games that adults use to stimulate mental strategies and cognitive
processing. Robinson et al. (2019) theorized that playing chess or doing various fun
activities challenges the brain, improves brain functions, and prevents memory issues.
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Play can be described as activities that are done for enjoyment. Some examples are
swimming, skating, painting, and exercising. There are some interesting ways to
demonstrate physical play. Learning through play has numerous benefits.
By understanding the importance of play, it can be incorporated into every
learning style. Robinson et al. (2019) suggested that play for adults can be a valuable
source of stimulation and relaxation. Adults play games on their mobile devices to
stimulate them or consume time. These games activate adults’ problem-solving skills and
simulate fun. The games adults play engages their mind. Some games require motor
skills; others may require the player to dive into their schema for information that allows
them to win the game. Play in the form of games can assist in student engagement.
College students can learn new skills as well as engage in a process that allows them to
be encouraged to do assignments. Games can also be used to help students engage in
meaningful interaction with other students. Games can take different forms whether
online or in person. The level of social engagement and fun of games can, at times, be
forgotten (Forsyth, 2012). Games can be implemented in the classroom to increase
student participation.
Based on De Byl and Hooper’s (2013) research, the engagement and participation
of students in higher education can improve using a reward system or reward-based
system. Student involvement increased based upon this addition (De Byl & Hooper,
2013). Cronk (2012) used reward-based learning with students of higher education in the
form of a virtual tree that grew as students gained assignment points. In Cronk’s study,
student participation increased.
Robinson et al. (2019) stated that play can be used in various types of
relationships such as friends, intimate partnerships, children, and coworkers to encourage
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activities. According to Robison et al. (2019), play fuels creativity, sparks a person’s
imagination, and encourages problem solving in several kinds of relationships.
Stimulating an adults’ imagination and creativity may help them connect to new ideas.
Adults may connect experiences to new ideas. This may lead to an aroused imagination
being a contributing factor to the learning experience. Other research indicates that
imagination is important to connect to our inner emotions and outwardly portrayed
feelings in our learning experiences (Dirkx, 2001). Play is an important distraction. Adult
brains need a break from current responsibilities or stressors. Adult learners particularly
benefit from play due to the different levels of responsibility they have.
These forms of play allow adults to gain a different perspective for their problems
or assignments. It also allows adults to challenge themselves without making the strain of
work. Robinson et al. (2019) highlighted that playing engages the creative part of your
brain while suppressing your internal editor. This helps may help a person solve a
problem in a creative or new way (Robinson et al., 2019). The list of playful and play
activities that people indulge in is endless, such as the excitement people feel watching or
betting on others to play games such as football and basketball. The ability to observe
these games allows adults to indulge in personal interest. Research has shown that adults
are motivated to play games of chance (Van Leeuwen & Westwood, 2008): “Today,
acceptable risk is something we seek in play as it is often the source of thrill and
excitement: although, of course, thresholds of acceptable risk differ between individuals
and between situations” (p. 3).
In prior research about adult learning strategies, Castañeda (2017) noted that adult
L2 learners are faced with numerous limitations as they return to further their education.
These particular learners struggle with learning from current academic teaching methods
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because they have to readjust to academic habits. Adult learners adjusting to current
teaching methods is a concern. As learning styles of second-language learners are
explored there seems to be a need for academia to adjust with new teaching methods.
Although Castañeda’s study applied to native Spanish-speaking students learning
English, there is some validity for all second-language learners. Adult learners that
further their education can be classified as lifelong learners. Castañeda (2017) explained
that adult students are a very specific group with fixed objectives and cognitive maturity
that grows because of their previous professional experiences; it continues to grow as
they restart their education. This is a huge factor in second language acquisition as well
as understanding what motivates their learning process. Understanding higher education
learners and their process can allow for a better understanding of how play can be a
useful learning tool. Play increases confidence. Research shows that as adult students are
learning their L2 and new methodologies, their self-image tends to be distorted due to
their personal insecurities and lack of confidence (Castañeda, 2017). This leads to the
pressing factor of learning anxiety.
These two factors together can create an unhealthy environment for learning.
Professors may be able to create an environment that discourages both language anxiety
and language ego. Educators constantly try to motivate students to learn—especially in
higher education, due to its self-directed nature. Students in higher education tend to be
motivation driven. This encourages an environment that is not as restricting and
performance friendly. Prensky (2001) suggested that games provide enjoyment,
passionate involvement, structure, motivation, ego gratification, adrenaline, creativity,
social interaction and emotion, satisfying the human need for learning. This also applies
to student motivation and for gratification. This research recognizes how students’ ego
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can be supported with educational forms of play. Using methods of play can help both the
students and teachers understand that game-based learning and teaching can increase the
student’s motivation (Prensky, 2001). Games provide a sense of pleasure that encourages
passionate involvement, structure, motivation, social interactions, ego gratification,
creativity, and emotion (Prensky, 2001). These are all factors that can improve
educational experiences if used frequently. These are all experiences that can enrich adult
learner experience and keep learners motivated.
Boghian et al. (2019) directed attention to the increasing call for teachers to
encourage learners and keep them motivated as well as understand how essential games
can be in learning. Board games are examples of educational tools that can assist in the
learning process. Board games can be great reinforcement for newly learned vocabulary
and grammatical components of language. Treher (2011) suggested that reinforcing new
information in a subtle way for retention can be included in the board game design. Since
board games are tangible, students can make connections to support the course content as
well as enjoy themselves.
Other examples of games with educational strategies can include critical thinking
games that challenge students to solve problems, challenging situations, and problems to
solve (Treher, 2011). These games can be in various forms such as cards, dice, and even
puzzles. Researchers have mentioned that serious games are used in the Army to explore
security, safety, rescues, and other situations that require difficult training in real life
situations (Treher, 2011). This allows learners to draw knowledge from the experience
and reflect on the experience. Earning through play can provide balance to the entire
classroom experience. Educational board games, role play, and other playful stimuli can
provide balance between implicit and explicit learning, action and awareness, and allow
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for mindfulness with immediate feedback. Research suggests that learning games may be
appealing to learners because the information is adapted and has learning expectations
(De Grove et al., 2013).
Drawbacks
Knowledge is readily available, and people will do whatever is natural in the
midst of having fun. According to Schaefer (2003), “For adults play continues as an
important vehicle because it fosters numerous adaptive behaviors including creativity roll
rehearsal and mind/body integration” (p. 2). Adults may be a bit apprehensive with
learning through play. Van Leeuwen and Westwood (2008) suggested that not much is
known about how play affect the well-being or quality of life for children and adults. The
thought of enjoying a learning experience may seem a bit preposterous. Adult life
encourages responsibility and dismisses the fun that can be explored while being an adult
learner. Research indicates that adults discredit and even lose sight of their inner child
and the benefits of play (Schaefer, 2003). Often, adults categorize playful activities as
leisure activities. Adults tend to learn in a very traditional way, which often does not
involve playing. Play is a present phenomenon that is normal during adolescence, but
play occurring during adulthood is less understood especially when playfulness is in
higher education (Nørgard et al., 2017). Learning may even be a dreaded or monotonous
act in a formal learning setting. During classroom learning, adults tend to remember what
they can. However, there is a link with between learning and playing that assist learners
with self-discovery and encourages more learning. Even though research suggests there is
a strong relationship between play and learning, adults have not made this connection due
to academia being based on the traditional sense of education. Schaefer (2003) adamantly
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points out that, the relationship between play and learning is apparent and cycles, since
play leads to learning, just as learning leads to play, and play allows for mastery.
Another factor is learners’ anxiety. Learners’ anxiety can be a positive influence
or negative influence on students. It can be aroused in various ways. Anxiety in itself is
fear that shows itself as a negative emotion. It may cause a student to freeze as they
respond to stimuli. This topic is relevant because learning a second language requires
learners to produce this language in front of peers or being tested on the topic. Fear of
using the language or anxiety during the learning process could negatively affect the
language learner. The anxiety itself may cause worry and learning apprehension. In some
ways, classroom competitions can be a factor in an increase in learners’ anxiety
(Boudreau et al., 2018). Even though research has suggested using active techniques to
reduce students’ anxiety levels in foreign languages classrooms, anxiety can originate
from numerous factors. To combat this ideology, fun activities and humor can reduce
anxiety from being produced. This truly is a factor if students are “put on the spot,”
which could then cause negative effects.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
American Sign Language (ASL) is a visual language that uses spatial features,
mouth morphemes, and classifiers. Students must learn to effectively display or
demonstrate a concept using these features. Playing with the language can help students
effectively use the appropriate classifiers and spatial concepts. The use of classifiers in
this space is a key component to sign language. Classifiers are unbound morphemes that
are expressed by one’s hands that demonstrate characteristics (Zwitserlood, 2012).
Classifiers are one part of American sign language modality that allows its users to fully
use the language. During this study the participants engaged in learning through play as a
method of educational pedagogy. This study was conducted based the lack of interpreter
readiness upon graduation. Based on research in the interpreting field, students
graduating from interpreting college programs are lacking the skills and experiential
learning opportunities needed to use sign language at the certification level (Ball, 2013;
Cokely, 2000). The gap is also apparent in other studies in the interpreting field (e.g.,
Hunsaker, 2020; Smith et al., 2012). Cogen and Cokely’s (2016) research suggested that
the sign language student community lacks for several reasons, including not having
interactions and immersion activities with the d/Deaf community. These experiences
require students to use their working knowledge and learn while interacting. In order to
build interpreting language usage and experience in the classroom, learning through play
opportunities may present more chances for students to a modality for a different
language. However, one possible solution can be explored by the means of learning sign
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language through play to gain more experiential learning experience in higher education
institutions.
Although enjoyment of the activity was collected in the data, the overarching goal
was to provide college interpreting volunteers with a playful learning environment that
motivated and encouraged their learning process. Blom and D’Amico’s (2020) research
supports play enhancing the learning environment in order for adults to be accepting of
the presented information. Blom and D’Amico (2020) suggested that “In order to help
strengthen programs, a better understanding of play and curriculum with adult learners is
required, both in terms of play content and play dash based teaching practices” (p. 129).
This method is intended to explore learning through play with interpreting and
encouraging participant motivation to understand their preference.
The participants’ ages for this study range from 18 to 65. The volunteers were
selected based on their intermediate sign language knowledge and college enrollment in
an interpreting program. Intermediate sign language knowledge was determined based on
the level of American Sign Language classes the student had previously taken. This prior
knowledge allows the volunteers to give feedback based upon their knowledge and
involvement in previous sign language classes. These students were recruited through
colleagues who worked at two different universities. The participants only provided their
names for the survey; those names are confidential and will not be used in the data. The
purpose of keeping the participants names is to ensure that they participate once, and the
names will be discarded. The study proposal called for at least six participants; only three
answered the pre-survey. Two participants continued to finish this three-part study. The
findings from this study are based on the volunteer participants’ survey responses prior to
the intervention as well as in a post survey.
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This study asked participants to be involved in an intervention as well as complete
two surveys. The survey used Google’s survey supplemental applications. The first
survey was a pre-intervention survey that gained the volunteers perspective on adult
learning and play. Researchers suggest that previous experience may impact how
effective an activity or training will be (Fanning & Gaba, 2007). The participants’
previous knowledge was useful to understand what their perception of play and learning
was prior to the intervention. The second survey was presented after the intervention. The
intervention was conducted using the online application Zoom. The intervention provided
an opportunity for the participates to play and discuss playing. It also allowed the
students to participate in learning through play and experiential learning with classifiers
in the form of a game. Participants were encouraged to explore themselves and their
understanding of signing modality. The intervention explored the active experimentation
from Kolb and Kolb’s (2005) learning approach. This allowed the students to experience,
and problem solve through their theories and ideas during the activity.
Furthermore, the students expressed themselves in a form that combined the
abstract conceptualization step and reflective observation in the form of a post-survey.
Fanning and Gaba (2007) supported using surveys as a form of experiential learning, and
a form facilitated feedback. The post-survey used two methods in the questionnaire. The
first two questions used two Likert scale questions asking how the volunteers rated the
activity as well as how comfortable were they doing the activity. The next seven
questions were open-ended questions that produced qualitative data, based on the
participants’ responses.
During this activity, students used their interpreting working knowledge and
experiences. This survey was a facilitated reflection to allow the participants to discuss
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and analyze their perspective of the activity that they experienced. The second survey
was emailed to each volunteer after the game is played during the intervention. The Kolb
and Kolb (2005) framework recognizes that the activity design and feedback should be
tailored to the learners need and is subject to change.
The design of this study involved all four learning modes listed in Kolb and
Kolb’s (2005) experiential learning theory. This method was chosen for the framework of
this study because it coincides with research about how the brain functions as well as
connects four bases of learning. The four learning modes were used and included:
concrete experience, abstract conceptualization, reflective observation, and active
experimentation (Kolb, 2005). Each of these modes were explored during the study’s
procedures, and one mode was revisited. The reflective observation modes were explored
during the pre-survey in order to understand what the student knew about their college
learning experiences as well as their knowledge of learning through play. The pre-survey
collected the volunteers’ unaltered perspective about adult learning and play. The presurvey also allowed for the participants to explore the concrete experience mode by
receiving a brief description of play. Exploring this problem requires play to be
introduced to the subjects, adults have to make connections to the material that they are
learning.
This study’s goal was to highlight interpreter’s understanding of play and the
benefits of playful learning. This study was conducted using willing participants in a
playful sign language activity. The importance of this study is to provide research for
future adult students to learn through play. It will also allow future students in the
interpreting profession to gain knowledge in an enjoyable receptive approach. The results
of this study may assist in the learning approaches and methods used for future sign
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language interpreting students. This method of learning through play can be hypothesized
to increase the interpreters’ knowledge and linguistic application based on the learning
through play being used as tool. This method and research were developed in hopes of
creating an academic environment where play is natural and fun.
The Intervention
Classifiers are handshapes used to describe different motions, shapes, and sizes of
things. During the intervention, participants used classifiers and their signing space to
expressively play with sign language. Winston (1991) suggested that the use of space is
an integral part of sign language grammar. The different classifiers and spatial use
changed due to the nature of the game designed for this study. The game had cards
picked from the deck. The two participates used their hands and body to show the various
concepts. When the timer is up, the played card was removed from the game. For
example, if the card says, “using classifiers show me an elephant trunk,” then the
participant demonstrated this concept with classifiers. The participant used their hands to
play with the language and describe animals, characteristics, and sizes of instruments.
The classifier for the hand shape B was be used as an example prior to playing the game
to demonstrate how to move the classifier and play with sign language.
Students were asked to play a game that involves cards. The game is a
customized version of charades. The cards were color coded for easy recognition. The
cards included:
•

Show me elephant body parts without using the specific sign for an elephant.

•

Create a sign for dance.

•

Spell house backwards three times, then fingerspell the word.
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•

Show me a sign for ball then throw it around as many ways as you can.

•

Demonstrate without using any specific signs how a lawyer behaves.

•

Pretend you are having a conversation with a peer partner. Demonstrate how it
looks if you play both parts.

•

How many different things can you show with the five classifier?

•

Demonstrate moving a table, chairs, and sitting in the chair without using any
specific signs.

The facilitator shuffled the deck of customized sign language activity cards. The students
picked the card by announcing the color of the card. The volunteers verbally announced
the color and the position of the card for clarification. Even though the cards used were
decorated with different colors, the color scheme suggested that the students needed
clarification, so they announced the position of the card as well. The facilitator provided
instructions from the cards via direct chat on the zoom application to the volunteer who
picked the card. The facilitator gave the participant whose turn it was a brief moment to
gather their ideas around the question. Then the participant, who had the turn, told the
facilitator when they were ready to demonstrate the activity on the card. The facilitator
set a 40-second timer for each demonstration. The other participant guessed what was
demonstrated after the timer went off. Each student took turns during the intervention.
The participants used ASL linguistic features, classifiers, and their own creativity. The
participants understood the rules of the game. They guessed what the other participant
was emulating. The intervention lasted 12 minutes.
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Data Sources
This study was conducted to support adults learning through play and the claim
that it can be applied to interpreting. The goal of this study is for students to obtain some
form of knowledge about learning through play and how it applies to adults. The results
from this study will contribute to exploring different methods of learning and teaching
sign language in the interpreting field. The participants in this study had two surveys to
complete and a language intervention that included a game conducted by the researcher.
The pre-survey, intervention, and post-survey are informative activities to better
understand the study and how to help adult learners. Both surveys were formatted and
answered through Google Forms. The participant for this study were volunteers and
current students in a sign language interpreting program. The volunteers were selected
based on their intermediate sign language knowledge and college enrollment in an
interpreting program. This study aimed to recruit six volunteer participants. Only two
volunteers answered all three portions of this study and fully participated. The targeted
community is adult interpreter training program for learners of American Sign Language.
The findings from this study are based on the volunteer participants’ survey responses
prior to the activity and after. These students were recruited through colleagues.
According to Fenwick (2000), the learning process has a portion of reflection that
allows the mind to process the exacted and abstracted knowledge. Both surveys were
used to gauge the student’s abstract knowledge of the concept of play and their
perspective on when play was applied. Surveys are beneficial tools to receive feedback
about different products. For the purpose of this study, surveys are used to understand the
volunteers’ previously learned information and what the participants gained from the
intervention.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
The Pre-Survey
During the pre-survey, the participants preferred to learn sign language from the
deaf community. The pre-survey had a total of six questions. The pre-activity survey had
three participants, identified here as A, B, and C. All three volunteers participated in this
qualitative survey, and the questions led to their expressed views. The qualitative findings
required a themed analysis approach. The themes for the first survey were enjoyment, the
usefulness of play, and previous knowledge of play. These categories were designed
based on the volunteers’ responses to the initial survey.
The volunteers were asked about their perception of play. The descriptive words
led to ideas of play being enjoyable. Participant A’s response was “pleasant feeling.”
Other responses included that play is fun, pleasant, relaxation, games, and physical
activity. The two questions encompassed the benefits of play and play in the classroom.
The usefulness of play was determined by their descriptive language. For example, when
asked Participant B responded, “I think it's great!” Another example is the response from
participant C: “I think it's a wonderful idea! Often times we get too bogged down by
learning. Our education system hasn’t really made learning ‘fun’ in a while.” The
participants expressed that combining play and learning into one setting would be a good
idea. The word “absolutely” was a part of all three volunteers’ responses. The
participants also expressed that adult play has benefits in the classroom as well as to
decrease stress, increase social interaction, and help to relax. Previous knowledge of
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adults learning through play, based on the pre-survey, was that the participants did not
know much about learning through play. Participant A’s explicit response was “Not
much.”
The Post-Survey
After participating in the intervention, the participants answered the post-survey
about their experience. Participants A and B continued through the study to participate in
the intervention and answer the post-survey. The first two questions in the post-survey
used a Likert scale. The theme for the questions and response was comfortability and
effectiveness. In the responses from the post-survey, both participants rated the activity
the highest score (5) as comfortability and effectiveness.
The themes in the open-ended responses are reinforcing benefits, a tool, and
enjoyment. The qualitative responses for the reinforcing tool suggested that concept of
classifiers was understood by the participants; however, manipulating the classifiers
allowed students to learn from the experience. There were adjacent linguistic features
incidentally explored in this section as well. The data showed that both participants
revisited different prior knowledge during the intervention. Participant A responded, “I
kinda re-learned that if I don’t know the sign for a word, gestures and nonverbal
communication can still play a huge part in me being understood.”
Learning through play can be described as an educational tool. The participants
indicated that during the intervention they did learn and remember previous information
that they have learned. Participant A noted that they learned a lot. Their response, “I did!
I learned to use a variety of things role shifting, double (sometimes triple) movements,
facial expressions with the same classifier.” Another response that supports learning
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through play being an educational tool was from participant B who described learning
how to describe a ball differently in order for the other participant to understand.
Based on the responses from the post-survey, the results show that learning
through play would benefit both of the participants. When asking about learning through
play, participants outlined benefits such as a safe space or freeing space. Research points
out that providing a safe environment that allows for practice and exploration is an
essential component to the human learning experience, which is play (Koster, 2005;
Nørgård et al., 2017; Rieber, 1996). Fun was also a word that each participant used as a
benefit of the activity. Both qualitative responses from the volunteers use the words “fun”
and address having a space free of inhibition. Participant A expressed that play could
create a safe environment, and it is an engaging way to learn. Participant B deemed the
benefits of play to be fun while learning and helpful for them to develop their skills. The
results showed that play can be a fun component to the learning process for students who
struggle to being a perfectionist.
This was expressed by Participant B in their analysis of their thoughts about play.
Participants acknowledged that play is beneficial. Participant B responded that “doing
activities like this removes that mental block and allows me to just have fun while
learning and developing my skills further.” Participant A described the benefits as
“creating a safe space to have fun and laugh instead of sitting in a room being fed
presentation slides.” Both participants used words such as fun, engaging, great, taken
back, and disregard feelings of embarrassment. Another portion of the survey that can be
categorized as enjoyment is the volunteers’ responses regarding whether they would like
to do this exercise in the future. Participant A responded with “Absolutely.” Participant
B’ s answer was “Yes, I’d love to!”
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Findings: The Pre-Survey
Although the aim was for six participants, there were only three who completed
the first survey. The three participants expressed their opinions about play, their learning
preferences, the benefits of play, and their opinion if play should be added to the learning
environment. The participant was labeled by the letter A, B, and C. Participant C did not
move further through the study. Each question asked was design to gain an understanding
of the participants’ previously formed opinions or knowledge about play and education. It
was necessary to ask questions that were open-ended to understand what the participant’s
previous learning experience was like. The question of the volunteer’s general idea about
play supplied similar answers. They categorized it as pleasant feelings, fun, relaxing,
games (Nintendo), and being physical.
Based on how the participant worded their answers, each volunteer explicitly
expressed that they would prefer learning sign language from the deaf community or a
deaf person. For example, Participant A replied, “In the community setting e.g., Deaf
events and ASL events.” Participant B plainly replied, “From deaf teachers and/ or deaf
peers.” Participant C stated, “In the deaf community through socializing and immersion.”
However, for the question that followed, none of them knew much about play being
implemented in the classroom. All three participants answered that play would be a
beneficial tool for the classroom setting. The next section of data was collected and
analyzed by word categories. Some of the language used for the data was very
descriptive. The third question required the participant to look inward for their meaning
of play. The words fun, physical, and relaxing were described or used directly by two
participants. The third participant equated it to pleasant feelings. Based on volunteer
responses to the following question “What are your thoughts about learning and play
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being combined in setting,” their answers revealed that combining the two concepts
would be a good idea. This conclusion was formed based upon the words great,
wonderful, fun, and good being used in their responses. The question of combining
learning and play into one setting led to each participant thinking that this would be a
good addition to the educational environment. Participant A mentioned they would be
interested in adding play into tutoring sessions. Participant C suggested that play would
be a good addition to increase learners’ attention one the subject.
Questioning their understanding of the benefits of play produced answers that
connected to the research done for this study. Participant A suggested that play could
lower stress, help form stronger bonds, and create good memories. This response
connects well with the research about play-directed learning. Participant B suggested that
play could “open our minds and let us relax.” This response was a reminder of the
stressors that learning presents. Participant C attacked this question from a different
angle. Participant C acknowledged that in adult life fun is decreased by the educational
system and that if play were used there could possibly be mental health improvements for
society. This response is an encouragement to continue future studies that involve adults
learning through play. Lastly, each participant noted that they did not know much about
the application of play being used by adults.
The Intervention
During the intervention, the participants followed the rules of the game by
guessing the action of the other participant. Participants A and B took part in the
intervention that was conducted using the video application Zoom. Participant C
voluntarily left the study before proceeding to the intervention. Participants were
encouraged to examine themselves and use their personal signing style. In this study, the
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aim is to highlight the student interpreters engaging in play while learning. The
intervention included a game that allowed the volunteers to participate in the experiential
learning method of play. The language game allowed the participant to use sign language
to express the ideas that were presented on the cards.
During the intervention, the participants smiled and seemed to enjoy themselves
based on their survey feedback and body language. The assumption of enjoyment was
based on the participant laughter and smiles throughout the interaction. This was an
important factor. Based on the interactions during the intervention, learning through play
can be fun. The participants did not exhibit any signs of anxiety. This suggests a
connection between making memories and learning. The memory and emotional
connection allow adults to store the information in their schema. Dirkx (2001)
encouraged emotionally charged learning experiences with adult learning context and
provides an opportunity for the adults involved to understand themselves and the
surrounding world.
This connects to play due to the nature of being able to experience endorphinfilled activities that cause recalling the skill to be pleasant. Based on the interactions in
the intervention, learning through play can be a useful tool. Each of the participants had a
happy demeanor about themselves during the game. The sign language features added
allowed for the volunteers to move around freely in their own environment. The Zoom
application also allowed for a level of comfortability; participants did not feel the
pressures of signing on a platform. At the end of the intervention, each participant was
asked if they had any thoughts. Both of the participants enjoyed themselves. After the
intervention, each volunteer answered the post-survey questions.

62

The Post-Survey
There were only two participants in this survey. The two Likert scaled questions
gauged how the volunteers rated the activity as well as how comfortable were they doing
the activity. The other seven questions were open-ended questions, and the volunteers
answered qualitatively. The second part of the questionnaire was open-ended questions
that allowed them to express themselves to produce a clear understanding of their
preferences. The particular answer was truly insightful. Both participants rated the
activity with highest rank (5) for comfortability and effectiveness. The answers to this
feedback were detailed. The most interesting responses were answers to the question
about what they learned. Participant A focused on what was relearned and explored
during the game. Their focus was being understood. Participant B’s answers took a more
enthusiastic approach. Their answer highlighted that learning through play is new and
how it was a challenge. Participant B include that this activity allowed for their feelings
of embarrassment to be dismissed. Both participants answers aligned with the previous
research for this subject.
Another response connected to the research that learning through play can be
enjoyable and an educational method. Participant A responded to the question of learning
a different way to use classifiers. Participant A responded, “I did! I learned to use a
variety of things role shifting, double (sometimes triple) movements, facial expressions
with the same classifier.” This finding connects to the concept of students learning
language modality through play. During a social setting, this participant learned how to
use the language in an exploratory as well as depictive manner. The participant had to
work through their mental picture of the object or its movement to convey the idea
needed for the participant to guess the proper answer.
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Based on the prior research about play and learning, it has been suggested that
play creates a safe space for learning and allows for a safe environment for skill
development. Both participants provided their perspectives of the benefits of learning
through play. Their response surprisingly aligns with the research. Participant A’s
response, “I definitely would learn sign language through play. I think creating a safe
space to have fun and laugh instead of sitting in a room being fed presentation slides can
be an exciting and engaging way to learn.” Participant B’s response included the element
of fun: “Yes, I would. I have a tendency to take myself too seriously and want my signing
to be perfect (even though that’s not possible) but doing activities like this removes that
mental block and allows me to just have fun while learning and developing my skills
further.”
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Discussion
Students require linguistic knowledge to communicate in their L2 or second
language. To communicate extensively, students need to meet a certain level of fluency.
Fluency in a language not only means being knowledgeable in their first language and L2
vocabulary; it also requires “increasing learners’ fluency [to] increase their motivation to
use the language, which in turn assists them in seeking out and profiting from increased
L2 contact” (Doughty & Long, 2008, p. 401). Fluency requires being able to use the
linguistic knowledge and cognitive skills immediately in complex situations. It also
requires that students have some proficiency in their first language. Playing is fun and
complex. If interpreters can engage in educational play, then they may be more openminded about how to use their learned language. Interpreters can come together and
demonstrate their ideas using fun ways. This may change the way that interpreting study
programs teach interpreters. This may also encourage other fields to allow adults to play
in order to learn various things. If adults can learn more about a subject when they play,
then this allows adults to understand that playing is more than a hobby. This information
is useful due to the nature of how interpreters are taught.
If interpreters are taught a hands-on language by being physical through games,
then the interpreters may be able to produce the language at a better rate. This may also
increase accuracy because the interpreter is using their scheme of learned behavior to
support their ideas and producing the language. This helps interpreters become more
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proficient with their learning values as well as teaching values. This may be the next part
of a revolution. Prior to conducting this study, I anticipated the following trends for
adults preferring and/or more intrinsically motivated to use learning through play instead
of the more lecture structured method. Based on the number of participants, the predicted
outcome would be that adult L2 learners would prefer to have learning through play
incorporated in their college experience. Theoretically, if adults play and learning
research continues to coincide with establishing a safe environment and intrinsic
motivation than the predicted outcome for adult education. This could possibly increase
the amount of information learned.
The sign language interpreting field is constantly evolving and growing. As the
field grows, the methods used to teach new interpreting students must also grow.
American Sign Language is a bodily active language, like other sign languages.
Interpreters must be able to move freely in the language. Learning through play might
also help illustrate what interpreters are trying to say as they produce that message. If
students can practice producing the message with clarity, then students can make good
interpretation during actual assignments.
During the methodology, there was room for more activities that reached the
participants at different levels to explore how play may affect students’ language
modality. There are different methods of play. During this study, I limited the method of
play to a game that was similar to charades. This created the concept of adding games to
education instead of the full concept of learning through play. Based on this research and
understanding of what play is, play can include—but is not limited to—socio-dramatic
play, fantasy play, and role play. The role-playing feature was used in the game charades;
however, there were other factors of play that could have been represented. If the study
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would have encompassed a workshop or a weeklong class, then students would have been
able to experience play at different levels to get a better understanding of learning
through play. The potential that learning through play has on the effect of what students
learn could have been gauged more accurately with more participants and a longer study.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study increased understanding for the path of future research and endeavors
with learning through play for adults. Blom and D’Amico (2020) adamantly pointed out
that “early childhood teacher education (ECTE) programs, which are geared to prepare
educators to create spaces and experiences for children’s learning and development, are
fertile grounds for adult learners to explore and experience play in higher education
settings” (p. 129). Can a sign language course be built upon the mindset and teaching
strategies surrounded by play? Can play build an interpreters language flexibility? Can
learning through play be frequently implemented in higher education classrooms? As
research continues with experiential learning and self-directed learning, there is
realization that learning through play is factor that can be further explored to build an
entirely new framework. This framework can design and build a playful classroom
specifically designed for the wide range of types of play. Wood and Attfield (2005)
suggested that play has no strict definition because of its context dependent nature. They
also noted that play can have “many different forms of play including role playing,
imaginative play, socio-dramatic play, heuristic play, constructive play, fantasy play, free
flow play, structured play, rough and tumble play, all of which involve a ride range of
activities, behaviors, and results in varied language and developmental outcomes” (p. 5).
There is also newer research in the subject of gamification that may prove to be
applicable and useful to the application of play as a learning style. There are so many
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possibilities for interpreting through play frameworks based upon the evidence that all
experience can be educative (Kolb, 2005).
For a future method, applying learning through play activities in a classroom
setting over two to three semesters may allow for the appropriate amount of data to be
collected. If this study could be conducted over an extended period of time, there would
be more data to determine if learning through play for interpreters would be beneficial.
This would also lead to the exploration of building a “learning through play” curriculum
for interpreters to reinforce and introduce new concepts in this holistic way. Blom and
D’Amico (2020) suggested that early childhood and higher education institutions can
benefit from creating a potential space where play can become vibrant and animated
while fostering students learning. Building this type of classroom to compare interpreting
readiness based on their certification scores at the end of their term may be a great way to
determine if learning through play is a good fit for the interpreting student community.
The best practices would then have to be identified. Further investigation would be
required in the areas of evaluations, assessments, exploration of assignment types, and
the effect of learning through play on anxiety and retention. Other areas may include
participants preferences and the effects learning through play may have on interpreters’
signing styles.
Ideally, developing a classroom devoted to playing with language may require
students to play with their understanding of their first language as well. This would assist
in students understanding rarely used phrases and vocabulary. Exploring other options to
create the optimum learning environment, may increase students’ motivation and
information remember. Blom and D’Amico (2020) suggested that using playful
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approaches and play while teaching in colleges and universities can promote fresh and
original teaching practice within the learning paradigm.
Conclusion
The philosopher Rorty (1979; 2009) observed:
Evidently, I cannot survey the whole field, so I shall stick to a topic that provides
the greatest temptation to think—those explanations of how language works will
also help us see how “language hooks onto the world” and thus how truth and
knowledge are possible. (p. 265)
Therefore, I support further research in the exploration of teaching methods for second
language acquisition in the form of experiential learning and play. Adding play during
second language acquisition in classroom setting is a field that needs further research.
Previous research suggests that adding play into the classroom setting can be a
challenging, purposeful, and wonderful responsibility (Morrison, 2008). Such
responsibilities allow educators to enjoy the learning process as well. The purpose of
higher education is to educate individual to become competent in their future career
fields. During this study, there were not enough participants to fully suggest that learning
through play would be useful in the educational process of all interpreting students.
However, the results show that play can be impactful. Based on the responses of these
volunteers, play is welcomed.
Higher education is pursued with hope of being ready to be hired in that career
upon graduation. If educators of future sign language interpreters could add play to their
curriculums and educational designs, then the play and playful tactics may help further
develop new interpreter language skills. Research suggests that if educators facilitate
humorous and playful learning, this awareness will encourage retention and encourage
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students to release inner stress while cognitive processing (Morrison, 2008). Most
educators would agree that teaching a second language to students who lack a desire to
learn the language is difficult. Gömleksiz (2001) suggested that teachers can help to make
learners active and make desirable strides in the learning process. In the findings from
this study, the volunteers emphasized how the environment helped them to feel
comfortable during the intervention. This controlled event may be used for future events,
assumed from making the learning process desirable and active.
Based on Kristmanson’s (2000) model for achieving an effective learning
environment, this environment should have a few factors. These factors include building
students’ confidence in weak areas, making activities that are energetic, supporting
students through making mistakes, and avoiding overly competitive or high-tension
activities (Kristmanson, 2000). In addition, educators should provide opportunities where
students use their second language and talk amongst themselves about themselves
(Kristmanson, 2000). This model is lengthy but relevant. This type of learning
environment connects to the benefits of play and play environments. Creating this type of
learning environment may encourage second-language learners to build their knowledge
of the language closer to native users. Reducing the learning tension in the educational
environment could help students overcome their personal mental blocks.
Adults learning through play can be activities used that ease students into
reaching those attainable language goals. If students can recognize the small success and
actively use the language skills they have improved in, then—in theory—they can benefit
from learning through play. Second language acquisition for adults can be an interesting
task, especially understanding that the students play a significant role in the learning
process. In conclusion, interpreting students’ language acquisition depends on various
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factors. The effectiveness of learning through play would have to be explored later for a
longer period of time than this study would allow. The results of this study are limited
based on the number of participants. Based on the collected research, this study can help
the interpreting field by lending new students into acquiring a second language and some
of the motivating factors for it. If there were more participants, there would be a more
data. Researchers suggest that enjoyment is pleasurable and that this emotion can assist in
accomplishing the unexpected or surprising goals (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). This study
could lead to more research related to learning through play that can be used in the ASL
interpreting pedagogy classroom setting.
As research on adults learning through play increases, there is a possibility that
teaching styles will change. The current data and research about learning through play
leads to the conclusion that adults learning through play as well as experiential learning
and self-directed learning are all forms learning that are presently being explored to
enhance how future student will be educated. Students and instructors may find other
ways to reduce learning anxiety and build an environment that encourages learners.
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT

Dear Participants and Colleagues,
This research study is to better understand adult learning and how playing can be an effective
way to learn sign language. I am a master’s degree student in interpreting studies learning under
Amanda Smith at Western Oregon University.
I am inviting you to participate in a brief intervention and two online surveys. The surveys can
be accessed with through these links: Pre-Intervention Survey and Post-Invention Survey.
Participation in these surveys will serve as your consent. The surveys in total will take
approximately 20 minutes. The online intervention will be facilitated in an online learning
environment. The intervention will be conducted through the application Zoom. Students will be
asked to play a game that involves cards. I will shuffle a deck of customized sign language
activity cards. The students will pick the card by announcing the color of the card they are
choosing. The student will demonstrate the motion and/or activity after reading the card. The
volunteers can refuse to participate in the activity at any time. This activity will not be recorded.
Your participation in this study and online intervention is voluntary. This study will be
conducted using willing participants in a playful online American Sign Language activity. I am
seeking novice to intermediate interpreting student participants from the age 18 to 99 that have
participated in an interpreting program. You have the right to withdraw at any time. If you decide
to withdraw, all the information gathered from you will be destroyed by deletion of files. The
current risks are minimal and circumstantial. The risk includes a possible breach in media and
identity information. Another potential risk is physical discomfort due to bodily movement and
repetition motions involving a person’s hands, shoulder, face, arms, and feet.
Furthermore, all participants’ names and email addresses are kept confidential and will not be
used in the data analysis. I may send a reminder to those who have not responded. Additionally,
any email address information will only be used to send and receive your answers from the
survey. The outcome of this study will be used in my thesis, presentations, and reports, but
participants names will not be known or used.
If you have any questions concerning the research study, please contact Keyanda Hall by phone
at 678-296-4455 or via email at: khall20@mail.wou.edu or my professor Amanda Smith at
Smithar@mail.wou.edu. As a participant, if you have any questions about your rights or if you
feel you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Institutional Review Board at
irb@wou.edu or (503) 838-9200.
Keyanda Hall
Master’s student, Masters of Arts in Interpreting Studies degree
Western Oregon University
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY QUESTIONS
Pre- Survey Questions
1.

How do you prefer to learn sign language?

2.

What comes to mind when you play?

3.

What is your thought about learning and playing being combine in one setting?

4.

What are the benefits of playing for adults?

5.

Do you think adults can benefit from playing in a classroom setting?

6.

What do you know about adults learning through play?

Post-Activity Survey
The first two questions in this survey are Likert scale question.
1.

How did you do in the activity? 1 2 3 4 5 (less comfortable or comfortable)

2.

How would you rate the activity? 1 2 3 4 5 (noneffective to effective)

3.

What classifier did use during the activity?

4.

Did you learn a different way to use the classifier?

5.

What did you learn?

6.

Would you do exercises like this in the future?

7.

Would you benefit from learning sign language through play? Why? Why not?

8.

What are your thoughts?
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